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THE FISHBOURNE CONTUBERNIUM* — ROMAN SOLDIERS AT THE PALACE 


John Brinded 


At some time during the holiday and half-term activity days at the Palace, visitors will 
have noticed the presence of the Roman military, sometimes accompanied by a 
female civilian. The legionaries, auxiliary and romanised local lady are provided by 
“The Fishbourne Contubernium*”, a group of independent re-enactors and volunteers 
dedicated to recreating the look of the Roman army and its dependants at a time when the 
Palace was in use. Indeed, whether Fishbourne was the administrative seat of Togidubnus, the loyal 
client king, or the summer residence of the Imperial Governor, one would expect such an important 
place and such important people to be guarded. The army of the time were the only effective 
police force. 

There is ample archaeological evidence for a Roman military presence on the Fishbourne site 
and at nearby Chichester. In the city itself, sections of V-shaped ditch, traces of military-style 
buildings and fragments of arms, armour and 
equipment have been identified over the years. Of 
particular interest is the sword blade of a Tiberius-type 
gladius. At Fishbourne, prior to the building of the 
proto-palace, there appear to have been Roman 
military buildings, storage facilities, | granaries, 
barracks (?) with associated bits of armour, 
equipment, weaponry and gaming items ( an 
indication that whoever was based there had time 
on their hands ! ) And from Chichester harbour came 
the bronze helmet of Coolus-type F, complete with 
attached oyster shell. It is also interesting to note that 
pottery found in the same context has often been 
early enough to indicate a pre - 43A.D date of the 
presence of the Roman army. Were they here as 
advisors or as an advance-guard to facilitate the 
smooth operation of the eventual Claudian 
“invasion” 2 

To this end, our kit is “museum standard”, made of 
the same material, the same weight and as near 
copies of the originals as possible. The armour alone 


weighs as much as 12 kilos. Sometimes we are on Roman Army Week — Richard Bridgland, 
patrol or Protection Duty for important visitors, Kim and John Brinded with Amelia Miller, 
carrying the fustis, the Roman soldier’s club. At others, a young visitor from the Midlands 
especially Roman Army Week, we use a table 


(Grotmaster studio) 


so that we can put out a more detailed ee 
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display of military equipment and the bits and pieces relevant to a soldier’s life. These include the 
heavy marching pole loaded with impedimenta, the writing implements of the military clerk plus 
examples of writing tablets, knuckle-bones and dice, an arm-purse and coinage etc. Our 
romanised lady shows off her Roman-style clothing as well as the trappings of her self-imposed 
cultural “enslavement”, her manicure set and strigil ! With our replicas, we try to reflect some of the 
real items in the museum show-cases. 


Some of us are teachers or ex-teachers, and/or ex-members of large re-enactment groups, or 
educators or enthusiasts. All of us have an in-depth knowledge of our subject which we hope can 
add a different dimension to the public's experience of the Palace. Our role is to educate, 
enlighten and inform. Many of the children now study the Romans at school though the information 
available to them is not always accurate and can be superficial. Many adults are seriously 
misinformed and, having forgotten what they learnt, tend to rely on TV and film for their knowledge. 
We try hard to redress the balance. One of the most common misconceptions is to address alll 
Roman soldiers as “centurion” - we now carry pictures of Chris Haines of the Ermine Street Guard to 
show people what a centurion really looked like. Being there for the sake of the public can be an 
intriguing experience. Some are immediately fascinated and engaged, asking questions of 
everything. To others we are just there to be photographed with, much as you would with 
characters at Disney World. To some we are some sort of alien aberration to be avoided at all costs 
(“Don't make eye-contact, Ethel, they may try and talk to us!” ) Despite the fact that “living history” 
has a higher profile nowadays, thanks to broadcasters like Dan Snow and Ruth Goodman among 
others, there is still a British reticence about those who “dress up” ( unless it's Santa, in drag for a joke 
or for a fancy-dress party ! ) Certainly some young children find us intimidating. To them, being 
confronted by a Roman soldier in full kit must be like seeing a Dr. Who cyberman or a Star Wars 
stormtrooper ! Our Roman lady can usually break the ice and comfort the little ones. Most of the 
time, children are fine (one once rushing towards us with open arms) - they love putting on the 
helmet and holding the shield while doting parents or grandparents click away on various devices 
(sometimes even cameras ! }) We have to stress that we are soldiers/civilians of the Roman Empire, 
not from Rome itself, either from Britannia or at least Northern Europe — this was much fo the relief of 
one adult who had previously wondered how some many “Romans” could have come from one 
city ! Our table of replica artefacts can also cause a stir — the knuckle-bones are of great interest 
and the use of the arm-purse always provokes delighted comment. Perhaps best was the > 
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lady who picked up a phallic amulet for closer inspection. As it gradually dawned on her what she 
was actually looking at, she began to blush. When the Roman lady simply said “Yes it is.....”, 

the unfortunate lady went puce, to which her accompanying friend snorted “Oh trust you !” 

Our finale is usually to ask what folk think the sponge-on-a-stick is for ( children invariably know, 
thanks to “Horrible Histories” !) For us, our appearances give another dimension to a Palace visit 
and provide a “living history” educational experience but, just as importantly, we thoroughly enjoy 


doing it and love being part of the Fishbourne family ! 


*The contubernium was the smallest organized unit of soldiers in 
the Roman Army, composed of eight legionaries, the equivalent of a 
modern squad. The men within the contubernium were known as 
contubernales.! Ten contubernia were grouped into a centuria. 
Soldiers of a contubernium shared a tent, and could be rewarded or 


punished together as a unit. 


At right — the helmet from Chichester harbour (photo R Bridgland) 


SECRETS OF THE HIGH WOODS, REVEALING HIDDEN LANDSCAPES 


Book Review — Guy Lockton 


This new book, published by the South 
Downs National Park Authority, shows us the 
results of an airborne scanning project 
covering an area from Arundel in the East to 
Chalton and from Cocking in the North to 
Boxgrove, which has made visible 
archaeology previously unreachable under 
woods and scrub. 

A large area of the South Downs has long 
been hidden under vegetation, frustrating the 
efforts of archaeologists to build a picture of 
the historic landscape lying beneath. In this 
fascinating new book, edited by John 
Manley, a Trustee of Sussex Archaeological 
Society and a good friend of the Roman 
Palace, the South Downs National Park 
Authority reveals the results of its 2-year 
project, part-funded by the Heritage Lottery 
Fund, to peer beneath the trees and ground 
cover and to start a long journey of research 
and interpretation of what has been 
discovered. The work is based on airborne 
laser scanning using Lidar — Light Detection 
and Ranging - which makes it possible to 
record all surface features. The area covered 
is @ rough rectangle from Arundel in the East 
to Chalton and from Cocking in the North to 
Boxgrove. As Professor Sir Barry Cunliffe says in 
his foreword “the ancient field systems and 
other earthworks of the High Woods have 
suddenly become visible over hundreds of 
hectares of the chalk uplands....it is no great 
surprise to discover that the South Downs 
were also heavily farmed in prehistoric and 
Roman times, but what is remarkable is the 
extent and quality of the preservation of the 
remains”. 


But acquisition of the data was just the first 
step. It all needed interpretation. 120 
volunteers from the local communities 
devoted time and effort to archival research, 
oral history, and ‘ground-truthing’ — visiting, 
measuring, excavating and recording the 
features which were uncovered. 

Much remains to be done, of course, but 
the results so 
far make an 

SECRETS engrossing and 
HIGH WOODS multi-faceted 
record, told in 
this book in a 
series of 50 
articles by 
professionals 
and amateurs alike. Someone commented to 
me (before reading it) that the book must be 
full of boring old field boundaries and chalk 
pits. In fact, itis a compendium of varied 
knowledge. | was especially fascinated by 
the pieces on Stansted House, Kingley Vale, 
the World War | airship station at Slindon, local 
place names and Roman roads. The pictorial 
reconstruction of the Devil's Jumps at 
Treyford, a line of Bronze Age bell barrows, is 
especially striking. Residents of this part of 
England will find much of interest, but even if 
you don't live in Sussex or Hampshire, as many 
of the Friends of Fishbourne do not, | would still 
urge you to read this book as an introduction 
to the sort of groundbreaking discoveries 
Lidar can bring. To quote James Kenny, 
Chichester District Council Archaeologist: “It’s 
the magic bullet we’ve been waiting for.” —> 


$$ 


The book is on sale at £10 at Fishbourne 
Roman Palace, the South Downs Centre, 
Midhurst, Barbican House, Lewes, and good 
local bookshops. Oo 


NEWS FROM THE ROMAN PALACE 


Katrina Burton 


programme of events coming 
up this year for all ages and 
interests. The year starts with our Family Fun 
Days — five days of all things Roman, from 
bread-making to writing, spinning to clay- 
work, hairstyles to games. This event from 20- 
24 February (school half-term) is great fun for 
all the family. 

We also have a number of day courses for 
adults running during the year, including a 
repeat of the very popular Latin for Beginners 
course on 22 April and a new Roman Recipes 
course on 8 July. 

Don’t miss our two big events for the year — 
our special Gardens in Time event on 29 May 
exploring ancient gardens and their origins, 
and on 1 & 2 July we have Britannia returning 


Retiarius versus secutor, mosaic from 
Nennig Roman villa south of Trier. 


Visitor numbers have been down this 
Autumn, although we are continuing to get 
good feedback from those who are making 
the trip. 

Work in the gardens and grounds is 
progressing well. The hedges have been cut 
and weeded and are looking fantastic, 
particularly on frosty mornings. The stream 
alongside the site has been almost fully 


cleared, which helps to reduce waterlogging 
across the site. A good start has also been 
made on replacing the log edging in the 
Roman plants garden. In the meantime, the 
gardening team are looking at how to 
revitalise the Plants Garden and from that we 
will be able to get designs for new signage for 
the beds in the garden. 

Good progress is being made with the 
mosaic cleaning. Take a look at the shell 
mosaic to see the impact our volunteer 
mosaic cleaner, Sarah, is having using a 
scalpel and distilled water to painstakingly 
remove salts, grime and debris from earlier 
conservation. We expect it will take several 
more months before she is finished. 

The MODES [collections management 
system] catalogue is nearly complete! The 
catalogue contains a wealth of information 
on the finds, photos, drawings and other 
material that we hold and details of the all 
slides that David Rudkin has painstakingly 
been going through over the past few years. 
This gives us a fantastic resource that will be 
of great benefit to staff and researchers 
alike. @ 


The Friends Contributions 

Your committee have agreed donations to 
the Palace to cover the cost of the new log 
edging and of the update to the MODES 
software. 


Disposal of Ceramic Building Material 
Rob Symmons 


Anyone who thinks that 
curators could be described 
as a manner of professional 
hoarders or kleptomaniacs 
are, I'm afraid, rather out of 
date in their view. Modern 
curation no longer fits the 
stereotype of a whiskered be-tweeded boffin 
cramming as many objects into their museum 
as possible where they will stay indefinitely, 
protected from the public, rather than 
available to the public. 

At Fishbourne our curatorial model has kept 
the whiskers and the tweed, but our 
approach is a little more nuanced and 
pragmatic. Modern museums are almost all 
short of soace and so, while in the past we 
would blindly collect everything we possibly 
could, today we have to justify the presence 
of every object in our store. Justification is in 
terms of public benefit: artefacts have to > 
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be able to tell us something new about the 
past, or be valuable for public engagement - 
everything else is rejected. 

It is easy to ensure that all artefacts being 
donated to the museum will provide the 
necessary public benefit, but retrospectively 
applying this standard to collections already 
in the store is a lot more complex. There are 
legal and ethical considerations for existing 
collections that simply don’t apply to 
potential donations. The time (and expense) 
involved is why museums are so reluctant to 
assess their collections for redundant material, 
and weed it out. 

Here at the Palace we have bucked this 
trend. We have known for a long time that 
some of the Roman roof tile probably was not 
able to tell us anything new about the site, 
and was certainly not very useful for 
education (tile is a very common find - we 
have literally tonnes of it and our education 
department can only use a few dozen 
fragments). This material is taking up valuable 
storage space, so we have been working 
with a range of experts to create a checklist 
of what is to be kept and what is not. Then we 
have to assess each fragment of tile against 
this checklist. Every fragment to be disposed 
of has to be professionally described and 
efforts have to be made to ensure the 
process is transparent and that anything 
leaving our collections is kept in the public 
domain, by offering it to another museum or 
schools. 

So far this process has taken about 4 years. 
We hope that it will be completed by this 
summer. Then we can start looking at other 
parts of the collection to see if more space 
can be made elsewhere. We think that the 
Palace is one of the first archaeology 
museums in the region to undertake this 
process so we are keen to be as thorough as 
possible so that others can learn from our 
example. # 


FROM THE FRIENDS’ CHAIRMAN 
Pam Crowe 

As 1st January 2017 is 
receding in the memory | 
welcome you to the 
beginning of the New Year 
for the Palace and the 
Friends. Bright sunshine belies 
the cold wind blowing 
outside as | write and | think of the Roman 
soldiers and artisans living and working in a 
climate so different from the warmth of Italy. 


At least the occupants of the Palace could 
retire to the bathhouse to warm up. 

In November | was able to visit Bath for a 
guided tour of parts of the Roman Baths 
complex not open to the public. Time was 
allowed at the outset to wander at will before 
we were ushered through a doorway and led 
round a labyrinth to a long chamber full of 
interest. What was revealed will be 
described in an article | am planning for the 
next Newsletter. 

At our forthcoming AGM on 13th May | 
have to stand down as your Chairman and 
we must also lose Heather Smith as Secretary. 
| hate to be delivering the same message as 
last year but if we cannot persuade any of 
you to join the Committee when we leave 
then the Friends will inevitably fold and none 
of us want that to happen. | have been 
reflecting upon how our organisation has 
developed since we began and how much 
we have been able to support the work of 
the Palace (which they really do appreciate). 
Many of you may know little of our history so it 
seems an appropriate time to consolidate 
and record it which | have been doing. This 
will be presented to you as a separate article. 
| hope you will find it interesting, perhaps 
enough to step forward to ensure we have a 
future. 

| have enjoyed my time serving you on the 
Committee. | shall still be around so look 
forward to seeing some of you at future 
events at the Palace including, of course, the 
AGM. See you there. 


SITS VAC 


As Pam Crowe says above, at the Friends’ next 
AGM we need to have at least one volunteer 
in place for election to each of the posts of 
Chairman and Secretary. The present officers 
are coming to the end of their 4-year stints as 
provided for by the constitution. Neither of 


these jobs is time-consuming and they can be 


done online from anywhere. If we could not 
replace the outgoing officers the organisation 
would have to close down. 


Further information on these two positions 
can be obtained, without obligation of course, 


from fishbournefriends @googlemail.com. 


ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
Saturday 13 May 2017 


The arrangements for last year’s AGM 
seemed to suit our Members so your 
committee plan to follow a similar schedule 
this year, meeting as usual in the Rudkin Room 
at the Palace. 


We are very fortunate to have as our speaker 

ees §=6Tony Wilmott, Senior 

ici % Archaeologist at English 

Heritage, who will tell us 
about his work on the 
Roman amphitheatre at 
Chester. Tony is also a 
leading expert on 
Hadrian’s Wall and 
Richborough and was 
selected as Current 
Archaeology magazine’s Archaeologist of 
the Year in 2012. 


The programme will be: 
10.00 am Arrival, coffee and biscuits 
10.30 am Annual General Meeting 
11.30 am Talk by Tony Wilmott 
12.30 - 1 pm Close 


There will, of course, be no attendance 
charge for members. The Palace café will be 
open for lunch and there are pubs just down 
the road in Fishbourne village. We hope our 
members will come along if at all possible to 
ensure we have at least a quorum, and for 
the chance to meet Tony and others of the 
Friends. 


MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL 


On February 1 the renewal of your 
membership of the Friends fell due. The 
Membership Secretary has sent out the forms, 
which can also be downloaded on our 
website. Payment via PayPal is no longer 
possible; we have closed our account with 
them because the system did not prove 
popular. 


Your committee have been able to keep 
our subscription rates unchanged for a further 
year (despite Brexit!) and we hope very much 
that you will all renew and enable us to 
continue our valuable work helping the 
Palace and its staff. ™@ 


OUR SOUVENIR EDITION 


Joining the Friends of Fishbourne Roman 
Palace ought to bring information on where 
the organisation came from and why it was 
formed. Our indefatigable Chairman, Pam, 
has found that the history has not been 
recorded and that no present Friends know 
much of the past at all. 

So Pam resolved to discover the history and 
share it widely. This has taken a great deal of 
time and effort but at last her magnum opus 
is almost finished. We had intended to make 
it part of this newsletter, but she has 
uncovered such a large amount of material 
(magnum indeed) that it is far too extensive 
to include. So you will be pleased to know 
that we are publishing the history as a 
separate document which will be circulated 
shortly. Meanwhile Pam has put together a 
complete set of our past newsletters except 
for the very first. If you can lay your hands on 
a copy of issue no. 1 please make it available 
to her. 


AND FINALLY.... 


If you’re a child-owner, don’t forget the Family 
Fun Days at the Palace from 20-24 February. 
From the Roman kitchen to Roman school life, 
bread making, clay and costumes, it will be a fun 
packed, hands-on day for the whole family. The 
activities, which run from 10am to 4pm, are 
included in the admission price, making it a great 
value family day out. 
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